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Medical Death Investigation Systems 
 

Source: CDC Public Health Law Program, Coroner/Medical Examiner Laws, by State 
http://www.cdc.gov/phlp/publications/coroner/death.html 
 



Types of deaths investigated: 

• Sudden unexpected deaths 

• Injury deaths 

 Homicide, Suicide, Unintentional, Undetermined 

• Unattended deaths 

• Variation & restrictions by jurisdiction 

Medical Death Investigation Systems 
 



Drug overdose death rates  
by county, 1999-2014 

Source:  Rossen LM, Khan D, Warner M, Trends and geographic patterns in drug-poisoning death 
rates in the US, 1999-2009, Am J Prev Med 2013.                                                     
http://blogs.cdc.gov/nchs-data-visualization/drug-poisoning-mortality/ 
 



































National Association of Medical Examiners &  
American College of Medical Toxicology  

Position Paper: Opioid Deaths 

Davis GG et al, Academic Forensic Pathologist, 3(1), 77-83. 2013. 



Percent of drug overdose deaths with specific 
drugs identified by state, 2014 
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Source: CDC/NCHS, National Vital Statistics System, Mortality File. 
http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/health_policy/unspecified_drugs_by_state_2013-2014.pdf 
 



Percent of drug overdose deaths with specific 
drugs identified by state, 2012-2014 

Source: CDC/NCHS, National Vital Statistics System, Mortality File. 
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Presentations and booths at 
professional meetings 

National Association of 
Medical Examiners (NAME) 

 

International Association of Coroners and 
Medical Examiners (IAC&ME) 

 

State Medical Examiners and 
Coroners Organizations 



• Mortality data for prevention purposes including 
cause and circumstances of death, and risk and 
protective factors 

• Mortality data for evaluation of programs 

• Potential emerging public heath and safety 
threats 

• New science and technology in death 
investigation that may impact public health 

• Seminars, reports, publications of interest 

Communication: From MDI to CDC 
 
 



• Alerts on emerging public health threats 

• Resources on death investigation (e.g., SUID)  

• Guidance on filling out death certificates 

• Services offered (e.g., detection of infectious 
diseases) 

• Seminars, reports, publications of interest 

• Continuing medical education opportunities 

• Funding opportunities 

Communication: From CDC to MDI 
 
 
 



Interagency Coordination 

WH: ONDCP, OSTP 
HHS: NIH, FDA, SAMSHA 
DOJ: NIJ, DEA, BJS 
DOL: BLS, OSHA 
DOT: NHTSA, FAA 
 



Interagency Coordination 
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US Standard Death Cert 

Demographic information  
Completed by the funeral director using 
information from the best qualified person: 
spouse, parent, child, another relative, or 
other person who has knowledge of the facts 

Medical information 
For natural causes, completed by attending 
physician, nurse practitioner, physician’s assistant  

For sudden and unexplained deaths, completed 
by medical examiner, coroner, Justice of the 
Peace  

Demographic information 



CDC/NCHS outreach  
to medical examiners and coroners 

Improving national mortality surveillance by: 

• Promoting quality and consistency in death 
investigations and death certification 

• Promoting collection, automation, and 
distribution of medicolegal death investigation 
data 

• Facilitating information sharing among the 
medicolegal death investigation community 

• Coordinating public health surveillance efforts 



Questions? 

Margaret Warner PhD 
National Center for Health Statistics 

Mortality Statistics, Division of Vital Statistics 
mwarner@cdc.gov 

301-458-4556 

mailto:mwarner@cdc.gov
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